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Old Vines 
A refreshing renewal of a restless mind 

O 
utside there grows a solitary vine 

now two seasons old. I humbly confess to 

knowing nothing of the oenological habits 

of the grape, only that they are the fruit of 

the vine, work of human hands, good to eat, and, given 

time, fine to drink. I planted it fully expecting a bountiful 

harvest in typical modern fashion—if not the first season 

then the second for certain—that is to say for immediate 

consumption. As such, with my patience wearing thin, 

there was this nagging itch to simply cut it down since it 

had yet to bear fruit. I kept thinking of the parable of the 

Barren Fig Tree (Luke 13:6-9).  

A man had a fig tree planted in 

his vineyard; and he came 

seeking fruit on it and found 

none. And he said to the 

vinedresser, “Lo, these three 

years I have come seeking fruit 

on this fig tree, and I find none. 

Cut it down; why should it use 

up the ground?” And he 

answered him, “Let it alone, sir, 

this year also, till I dig about it 

and put on manure. And if it 

bears fruit next year, well and 

good; but if not, you can cut it 

down.” 

Though I was sorely tempted to cut it down, I have 

left it alone for another season. Over dinner, this Christ-

mas day of recent vintage, with friends who are far more 

oenologically savvy, the conversation turned to the grape-

producing habits of the vine—specially what should be 

designated as an “old vine” and how “old” before a vine 

would begin to bear fruit. It seems the watchword for this 

budding viticulturalist is patience, at least three more 

years. Patience. 

Every Christmas signals a new birth, a new beginning, 

a new year. “Behold, I make all things new” (Rev 21:5). 

We rejoice in the coming of the Lord, for the Word made 

flesh, who dwelt among us. 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 

God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning 

with God; all things were made through him, and with-

out him was not anything made that was made. In him 

was life, and the life was the light of men. The light 

shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not over-

come it. 

The true light that enlightens every man was coming 

into the world. He was in the world, and the world was 

made through him, yet the world knew him not. He 

came to his own home, and his own people received 

him not. But to all who received him, who believed in 

his name, he gave power to become children of God; 

who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh 

nor of the will of man, but of God. 

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of 

grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as the 

only Son from the Father. and from his fulness have we 

all received, grace upon grace. For the law was given 

through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 

Christ. No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is 

in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known 

(John 1:1-5, 9-14, 16-18). 

G 
race and Truth, but 

more than these is 

Love. “For God so 

loved the world that he gave 

his only Son, that whoever 

believes in him should not 

perish but have eternal life. 

For God sent the Son into the 

world, not to condemn the world, but that the world 

might be saved through him (John 3:16-17).  

There are many who, at first or second blush, cosmeti-

cally agree, putting themselves on display with biannual 

regularity for no other reason than that it is better to be 

seen than not and far better to look good than to be good. 

There is a reason for the season but it is the last thing on 

their present-picking minds. Santa Claus is coming in a 

shiny new Mercedes, now that is something to believe in! 

“Thank God for the holiday!” they utter without thinking; 

“Merry Christmas!” they cry without meaning anything 

by it. For some it is a party, for others a chore, for many a 

bother, but for the few who remember, it is so, so much 

more. The Son of God came “that the world might be 

saved through him” but the human race has not got the 

memo being far too busy to pay much attention.    
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W 
hat is of profound importance is rarely im-

portant in the least. If anything at all, what is 

often considered important is so ridiculously 

contrived as to be regarded far too highly. The short term 

disregards the necessity to consider the long run. In Requi-

em for a Nun, William Faulkner wrote, “The past is never 

dead. It’s not even past.” to which, by way of explaining 

what he might have meant one would do just as well to 

consider that the present is never present, ever past. The 

past is reality, what was and what will forever be, un-

changeable, immutable; the future will never come for it is 

but unfulfilled possibilities with a promise.  

And he who sat upon the throne said, “Behold, I make 

all things new.” Also, he said, “Write this, for these 

words are trustworthy and true.” And he said to me, “It 

is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning 

and the end. To the thirsty I will give water without 

price from the fountain of the water of life. He who 

conquers shall have this heritage, and I will be his God 

and he shall be my son. But as for the cowardly, the 

faithless, the polluted, as for murderers, fornicators, 

sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their lot shall be in the 

lake that burns with fire and brimstone, which is the 

second death.” (Rev 21:5-8) 

What has come to me of late is this, old vines are be-

ing culled by snobbish sour grapes, rid of for the unfor-

giveable sin of living in a past never dead. The grape wor-

ships the sun for shining warmly, damns the gnarled 

twisted vine for holding on too tight, comfortably en-

sconced among its tightknit bunch, all the while sucking 

the life out of the very vine that feeds it. In its happy igno-

rance it cares not for it knows not of the coming harvest 

nor does it care not for any but itself as it basks in its own 

self-conceived fantasies. The vinedresser is the grape’s 

sophistic benefactor, seeing to it its every need, Neither 

knowing nor caring to know the reason for such largesse, 

the grape smiles, grateful for the brief attention.   

The renowned Economist and Social Theorist Thomas 

Sowell has observed that “it is usually futile to try to talk 

facts and analysis to people who are enjoying a sense of 

moral superiority in their ignorance.” Earlier, much earli-

er, Saint Augustine of Hippo wrote “People hate the truth 

for the sake of whatever it is that they love more than 

truth. They love truth when it shines warmly on them, 

and hate it when it rebukes them.”  

T 
he “modern mind” is, for the most, a closed mind, 

unwilling to seek the truth but willing to accept 

any manner of sophistry1 in its place. The ancient 

Greek philosopher Protagoras (481-420 B.C.) was a Sophist 

“who asserted that in every question there were two sides 

to the argument exactly equal to one another … that eve-

rything was true.” Protagoras also left facts out of consid-

eration, fashioning his arguments on words. 

The Sophists were skeptics in epistemology, relativists 

in ethics, and subjectivists in both. They denied the ex-

istence and knowability of objective truth and objective 

values. They believed that both truth and goodness 

were invented by and relative to subjective human 

minds and wills, whether individually or socially. Pro-

tagoras’ famous quotation summarizing this position is 

that Man is the measure of all things.2 

The Sophists were skeptics who taught that one can-

not come to know objective truth, only subjective opinions 

and that one cannot know reality, only subjective and rela-

tive appearances. In Theaetetus, one of Plato’s dialogues 

concerning the nature of knowledge, Protagoras is de-

scribed as saying: 

What I mean by a wise man is one who can alter peo-

ple’s ways of judging so that what appears to them bad 

now will appear to them good. It is like the case of some 

food which appears bitter to a sick man but appears 

quite the opposite to a man in health. It should not be 

said that either or the two men is more knowing or 

more ignorant than the other; they are simply different. 

… My position, then, is that whatever seems right and 

admirable to a particular city-state is truly right and 

admirable—during the period of time in which that 

opinion continues to be held.  

The Sophists were of the mind that “image is every-

thing,” since what can only come to be known are but sub-

jective appearances and images. Kreeft notes that the 

“Sophists would have applauded Machiavelli’s principle 

that propaganda and the control of appearances is the key 

to political power, for ‘everyone sees what you seem to be; 

few know who you really are’ (The Prince, Chapter 18).” 

By all appearances, the progressive left, whether knowingly 

or out of unforgiveable ignorance, has fully and complete-

ly subscribed to the philosophy of sophistry: It is better to 

look good than to be good. Is it not grand to live in a per-

petual state of everchanging opinion! 
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N 
ow, no one should accuse me of having a mod-

ern mind for if one should I would rather blow 

what gray matter is in my head completely to 

the wind and stumble through what remains of my va-

cant, miserable existence empty-minded. As my long-time 

literary friend of whom I have not nor shall not meet in 

this life, Mr. G. K. Chesterton, would say of this some-

thing, this so-called “modern mind”—actually he did 

write about it because I have just read what he had to say 

about that very thing. In mention of a certain Mr. Law-

rence Hyde—of what and who I have no knowledge other 

than he had “that queer habit of starting with something 

called the modern mind.” Chesterton found that phrase, 

the modern mind, disagreeable and wondered, 

Why not be content to start with something called the 

mind? I must trust my mind as a mind, or become a 

bottomless sceptic, or give myself up to the keepers of a 

lunatic asylum. But in so far as I trust it as a modern 

mind, I am not trusting to its liberty, but to its limita-

tion. I am trusting it merely because it is conditioned 

and constrained by the accidental prejudices of the 

twentieth century, as it might have been by those of the 

twelfth century. I know, of course, as a practical fact, 

that such prejudices exist; but they exist, to be watched, 

to be suspected, to be discounted, to be defied. Mr. 

Lawrence Hyde seems to think that they exist to be dei-

fied; as if one should be proud of a prejudice. … he 

seems to think that he does sufficient honour to the 

modern mind in simply saying that it is modern. He 

really recommends something to us simply because it is 

modern. He says gravely—we might almost say gloom-

ily—that the great minds of the Middle Ages thought 

there was “a straightforward antithesis” between what 

is true and what is false. 

Chesterton objects to another point which Mr. Hyde 

dwells upon which “is that reason is not everything, and 

that there may be another gift, resembling intuition; he 

himself compares it to feminine intuition.” 

The mediaeval reasoners knew better than most men 

that reason is not everything. What I complain of is 

that, while the mediaevals invoked something that is 

above reason, which they called Faith, the moderns 

often invoke something which is below reason, which 

they call subconscious or herd instinct or libido or will 

to live. But the mediaeval men laid down one principle 

which I do think is perfectly sound: the principle that 

reason is supreme in its own sphere. Faith may believe 

in the Three in One; and subconsciousness may have a 

nightmare of adding up nine figures that come to 

nought. But there is a right way of adding up figures, 

and within that realm the right way prevails over the 

wrong.3 

N 
o matter how I much I may enjoy the fruit of 

the vine I dare not eat or drink too much lest I 

fall into a stuporous funk, besotted on too 

much of this fool’s opinion. What I have learned from 

those who have come before is wisdom. Not my own, 

mind you, but theirs. History does repeat itself; “What has 

been is what will be, and what has been done is what will 

be done; and there is nothing new under the sun” (Eccl 

1:9). 

British author Graham Hancock suggests what may be 

one possibility for what lies at the root of our social and 

cultural malaise. He says, “I believe we are a species with 

amnesia, I think we have forgotten our roots and our ori-

gins. I think we are quite lost in many ways. And we live 

in a society that invests huge amounts of money and vast 

quantities of energy in ensuring that we all stay lost. A 

society that invests in creating unconsciousness, which 

invests in keeping people asleep so that we are just pas-

sive consumers of products and not really asking any of 

the questions.”  

    

1. Sophistry: [säfəstrē] the use of fallacious arguments, especially with the 
intention of deceiving; a fallacious argument; reasoning that seems plausible 
on a superficial level but is actually unsound, or reasoning that is used to 
deceive. 

2. Peter Kreeft, Socrates Children, Volume I: Ancient Philosophers, (South Bend, 
Indiana: St. Augustine’s Press, 2019), 85-86. 

3. G.K. Chesterton, Lawrence Hyde on the Modern Mind, (the Illustrated Lon-
don News, March 26, 1932) from the Collected Works of G.K. Chesterton, p. 
59-60. 

As it is a season of renewal and rebirth, 

it seems fitting and timely to renew 

and refresh the face of Colloqui. While 

the changes are for the better part cos-

metic and obvious, the changes will 

allow for a few important enhance-

ments over the coming weeks. Whether 

these changes are for the better I will 

leave for you to decide. 
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The Pen/Pin Point 
Just hang in there 

T 
here is nothing like getting a bunch of grown-

up children together to learn what kind of 

pranks they did—and got away with—when 

they were still at home. 

After several weeks of guests through the holidays 

and a wedding, I am firmly convinced that (1) we raised a 

bunch of monsters or (2) their antics have grown propor-

tionately through the years that have passed since the an-

tics took place. 

Something else I learned—(1) that grandparents could 

never have been as mean as their own parents were; and 

(2) grandparents, we parents have suddenly matured and 

are no longer nearly as vicious as we once were (and this 

may very well be true—the viciousness just wears out af-

ter a lifetime of raising kids.) 

I also learned that they did a lot of things I did not 

know about. They learned that I did know about a lot of 

things they didn’t know I knew about. Sometimes it was 

just as well not to know too much. 

What is also interesting is that often when the things 

that happened back then are told, they reveal that some of 

the good little children were not really as good as you 

thought—especially the good little children that you were 

inclined to hold up as examples—and maybe the real 

toughies sometimes were not as bad as it appeared at the 

time. But you learn, if you didn’t know it by this time, that 

in all likelihood, anything that anyone else’s kids did, 

yours did too, and vice versa. 

I hear things that surely are a little exaggerated—the 

brotherly fights described in gory detail that would make 

a heavyweight championship bout sound like a ladies’ tea 

party; the hours spent crying in an upstairs room over a 

broken romance or damaged friendship; the way “I hated 

you” or “you hated me” when they were younger, espe-

cially as I watch them sit up until the wee hours nowa-

days, enjoying each other in the kind of friendship I al-

ways hoped they would have; the times “Mother and Dad 

always treated the rest better than they did me” (it’s amaz-

ing that with 11 children, each one of them has said the 

same thing at one time or another); the felonies committed 

by Child A, who let Child B take the blame for all these 

years, finally admitting to being the criminal—and Child B 

being able to laugh about it. 

I was reminded once, during the everlasting diapers, 

bottles, training panties, wet gloves and lost hats, too late 

hours and too little homework done on time—that some-

day they would grow up and we would find that we had 

acquired, instead of children whom we simply could not 

understand—friends. 

You young parents, with the everlasting diapers, 

bottles, training panties, etc., etc., it does happen—just 

hang in there. 

****** 

Reprinted from the Monroe City News 

Thursday, January 17, 1985. 

******  

T 
his was Nellie Ann Lanham’s last column. On 

January 16, 1985 Nellie Ann and her husband Bob 

were killed in an auto accident in Columbia, Mis-

souri. They were my parents and I miss them dearly as if 

it has not been thirty-five years. H. Michael Sell, then the 

owner and editor of the newspaper and a long-time friend 

would write of their tragic loss the following week: 

The community lost two very fine people last week in a 

tragic auto accident in Columbia. 

It had been my privilege to know Bob and Nellie Ann 

Lanham during the last 13 years. And although Bob’s 

path and mine didn’t cross as often as mine and Nellie 

Ann’s, I came to appreciate the values of this man. I 

witnessed the pride in his eyes and voice as he related 

various accomplishments his children had made during 

stages of their growth. I watched his hands lovingly 

stroke the wood of a fine piece of furniture he had 

made in his workshop and laughed with him when he 

pointed out a nearly invisible mistake he had made on 

that same piece of furniture. 

With Nellie Ann, it was different, our paths crossed 

nearly every day. As co-workers at the NEWS we 

shared many good times … and there were some trying   
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times too. Nellie Ann had a fierce loyalty to this news-

paper and this profession we call journalism … but 

more importantly, she had the writer’s gift of being able 

to capture the essence of a situation, a personality or a 

profile and then put that essence on paper for posterity.  

She understood, as all in journalism understand, that 

once it is published it is hard to deny … but her cour-

age never wavered … if it was the right thing to do, she 

said what had to be said and let the chips fall where 

they may. 

That she was a good writer, let there be no doubt. Her 

peers in her profession attested to that many times dur-

ing her career. She had the distinction of being the re-

cipient of Missouri Press Women’s very first 

“Communicator of the Year” award and she won for 

herself and this newspaper over a hundred awards 

during the last 13 years.  

But she didn’t write for the awards. She wrote because 

for her, writing was an avenue for a better world, a 

better community and it made her, and the people she 

touched with her writing, better persons.  

For Nellie Ann, writing  was an all consuming passion, 

the love of which was exceeded only by the love for her 

family and friends. 

I have no idea how many columns, editorials, features, 

Our Towns and news stories Nellie Ann wrote for this 

newspaper … I do know that what she wrote was good 

… very good. 

I also know that she wouldn’t want these words of re-

membrance written about her … it wasn’t in her charac-

ter.  

William Sayoran put into words the way Bob and Nel-

lie Ann felt about life when he said, “Oh, well, we did-

n’t make the world or life, we just found ourselves 

there, living it, the same as everybody else.” 

T 
here is a melancholy that touches my soul when-

ever Christmas comes to pass. A longing in my 

heart to hear once more their laughter and to 

bathe in the fire of their love for one another and for each 

of their eleven. There was a bond of kinship not so differ-

ent from that of the Holy Family, and I suppose, to stretch 

it just a little but not as far as first it might appear, to Jesus 

and the eleven.  

Imagine, if Mary were to have been a writer, would 

she have written of the eleven as my mother did of hers? 

Not of saints, for they were, like us, fallible human beings, 

each a sinner with possibilities.  

Of what Mike thought of them I cannot disagree. It 

was a sentiment shared by all who knew them.  

S 
he was a journalist, a writer with an unquenchable 

passion for the truth. I cannot help but wonder 

what she would say of the current scrum of 

“journalists” or the “news” media writ large. As Mike not-

ed, she understood that to be a journalist required unwa-

vering courage, “if it was the right thing to do, she said 

what had to be said and let the chips fall where they 

may.” She never stooped to propaganda, never wrote a 

story to fit the narrative, never pandered to any political 

ideology. She wrote the news honestly—though notwith-

standing an occasional error—, she wrote of people and 

places and of living in a small town with small town mid-

dle-American values. She was a wife and mother first, last 

and always. She said yes to God and he returned the fa-

vor. I can only hope to live and write as well as she. 

He was a man, very much like Joseph, an honest man, 

in love with his wife, proud to walk always in her shad-

ow, ever ready to shield her from the slings and arrows 

that ever, though rare, should be let loose her way—for 

the most part, thankfully, the archers were her children 

and the arrows were tipped with childish sanctimonious 

impertinence. Seldom were there repeat offenses for once 

was well-enough remembered with her refrain, “Wait un-

til your father comes home.” He was a self-taught jack-of-

all-trades and a master of whatever he set his mind to do. 

He was a carpenter, a mechanic, a tradesman, a Corps-

man, barber (he knew only one way to cut hair, the Navy 

way: short,) hunter, fisherman, plumber and much, much 

more. He taught his children many things: to tell the truth, 

to know the difference between right and wrong and be-

have accordingly, to always do your best, to work hard 

and often, to earn your keep, to be responsible, to be fair 

and honest, to love God and neighbor and to love, honor 

and respect his wife and our mother. He taught us not by 

any lofty degree but by his example: he loved mother and 

showed it every minute of every day.  

They gave us life and gave us all the love they could 

give … and then some. And, we love them ever bit as 

much … and then some.  
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Deacon’s Diner 
Food for a restless mind 

F 
or those restless minds that hunger and thirst 

for more. Each week  this space will offer a 

menu of interesting and provocative titles, 

written by Catholic authors, in addition to those 

referenced in the articles, for you to feed your restless 

mind.  

BOOKS 

Salvation: What Every Catholic Should Know 

Michael Patrick Barber 

Ignatius Press 

2019, 189 pages. 

Faith and Politics 

Joseph Ratzinger (Benedict XVI) 

Ignatius Press 

2018, 269 pages. 

The Day Is Now Far Spent 

Robert Cardinal Sarah 

Ignatius Press  

2019, 350 pages. 

Socrates’ Children, Volume I: Ancient Philosophers 

Peter Kreeft 

St. Augustine’s Press  

2019, 169 pages. 

G.K. Chesterton Collected Works: Volume XXXVI 
The Illustrated London News 1932-1934 

Ignatius Press  

2011, 613 pages. 

Return of the Strong Gods: Nationalism, Populism and 
the future of the West 

R. R. Reno 

Regnery Gateway  

2019, 182 pages. 

The Irony of Modern Catholic History: 
How the Church rediscovered itself & challenged the 
modern world to reform 

George Weigel 

Basic Books  

2019, 322 pages. 

PERIODICALS 

First Things  
www.firstthings.com 

Touchstone  

www.touchstonemag.com 

Catholic Answers Magazine 

www.catholic.com 

Chronicles 

www.chroniclesmagazine.org 

The National Catholic Register  
www.ncregister.com 

Our Sunday Visitor 

www.osvnews.com 

ONLINE 

Crisis Magazine  
www.crisismagazine.com 

The Imaginative Conservative  
www.theimaginativeconservative.org 

Catholic Exchange 
www.catholicexchange.com 

Intellectual Takeout  
www.intellectualtakeout.org 

Life News 
www.lifenews.com 

Life Site News  
www.lifesitenews.com 
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